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The enrolment of the first students at The University of Queensland in March 1911 was the culmination of a long and often 
fraught campaign to establish an institution of  
higher learning in this state. One of the Univer-
sity’s early champions was George Washington 
Power. Sadly, Power never saw this dream come 
to fruition. Power was a member of the first Sen-
ate of The University of Queensland, having been 
appointed by Order in Council gazetted on 16 April 
1910. He attended the first meeting of that Senate 
but died on 19 May 1910 before its second meet-
ing. Fryer Library has recently acquired a number 
of Power’s papers that give insights into his role in 
the establishment of the University and its precur-
sor, the University Extension Council.
George Washington Power was born at Jamieson, 
Victoria, on 13 October 1865, the eldest child of 
William Grene Power and Mary Teresa Power (née 
Perkins), both of whom were immigrants from 
Waterford, Ireland. William Grene Power left Ireland 
in 1849 at the end of the Famine, and travelled first 
to New York with his cousin Desmond Power. Both 
young men there joined Americans flocking to the 
gold fields near Sandhurst (now Bendigo) in Victo-
ria. William Grene Power was very impressed with 
the Americans and their happy, prosperous way of 
life. This resulted in his calling his first born George 
Washington Power. William moved from Bendigo to 
Jamieson where he married Mary Teresa Perkins 
and where most of their seven surviving children 
were born. The family moved to Brisbane in 1873, 
their first home being Silverwells which still stands 
at Kangaroo Point. William was very successful in 
business. Among other endeavours, he was the 
managing partner of the brewer Perkins and Co 
and a director of The Queensland Deposit Bank 
(1886-92). He was also a member of the Legislative 
Council from 1893 until his death in 1903.
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His son, George Washington Power, was an 
outstanding academic. The Courier of 20 May 
1910 described him as one of the keenest and 
most cultured scholars in Australia. His entry to the 
Normal School began a brilliant scholastic career. 
In 1877, aged eleven, he won a state school schol-
arship and in the following year he began studies 
at Brisbane Grammar School. In the 1879 Sydney 
University Junior examination Mr Power gained first 
place, winning silver medals in four out of seven 
subjects. In the Senior examination of 1881 he also 
excelled, gaining the university prize, seven silver 
medals, the John West medal for general profi-
ciency and winning an exhibition to the University 
of Melbourne and a scholarship to Trinity College. 
During his time at Trinity he took out the College’s 
Debating Society Prize in 1899 as well as prizes in 
Classics, Art, French and German, graduating with 
first-class honours in Arts (in English, French and 
German). He also won the Shakespeare Scholar-
ship and various other scholarships in Law. He 
took a Master of Arts degree in 1888, secured the 
law scholarship in 1889, and completed a Master 
of Laws in 1891.
After a year teaching languages in Melbourne he 
was called to the Victorian Bar on 16 July 1890 
and admitted in Queensland on 7 October 1890. 
He first read in the chambers of TJ Byrnes, at that 
time Solicitor-General, before going into practice 
at Town Hall Chambers. When the Queensland 
Bar Association was officially formed in 1903, GW 
Power was a foundation member. From 1898 until 
1907 he was certifying barrister under the Friendly 
Societies and Building Act.
George Washington Power was described as a 
reserved gentleman. Although he practised at the 
Bar, it seems that he concentrated on non-advo-
cacy matters, probably because of his poor health. 
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He received a number of Government retainers  
to act as Crown Prosecutor in the District and 
Supreme Courts and from 1890 he was a Deputy 
District Court Judge on the Central District Court 
Circuit in Roma. Much of his time in practice was 
spent drafting legislation such as the Lands (Con-
solidation) Bill of 1896-97, and revising statutes. He 
also prepared a work on labour laws during Tom 
O’Sullivan’s period as Attorney-General. As an ar-
dent democrat and believer in individual freedom, 
his interest in political issues extended to taking an 
active part in the extra-parliamentary National Lib-
eral Union. He was narrowly defeated as candidate 
for the Fortitude Valley seat in 1907.
In 1897 he co-authored with LE Groom and AD 
Graham a digest of Queensland Supreme and 
District Court cases decided between 1861 and 
1896. That led to a compilation of Reports of cases 
heard in the Supreme Court 1860-1881 which was 
offered for sale in 1898. In 1899 the three co-
authored The Torrens Australian Digest, a digest 
of real property cases decided in the Supreme 
Courts of the Australian Colonies between 1860 
and 1898. Together with his co-authors, he fol-
lowed up that success three years later with the 
publication of an annotated edition of The Real 
Property Acts, and in 1907 Power and Graham 
produced the second digest of Queensland case 
law.
GW Power married Josephine Philomena Kennedy, 
the daughter of William Francis Kennedy, a grazier 
who was the member for Maranoa in the second 
Queensland Parliament. They lived at Chesney in 
Moray Street, New Farm, a home which still stands 
and in which their two daughters were born. They 
had three children, Thomas, Mary and Josephine 
(known in adult life as Dr Thomas Felix Washing-
ton Power, Mrs Mary Katharine O’Keeffe, and Mrs 
Josephine Dorothy Tully).
Power was, in 1893, a founding member of the 
University Extension Scheme which was formed to 
urge the establishment of a university in Queens-
land. The Scheme provided tuition for students un-
dertaking matriculation exams for Melbourne and 
Sydney Universities. Power lectured on a range 
of literary topics. Fryer Library holds handwritten 
notes of his lectures on Shakespeare, Emerson 
and Tennyson. Significantly, Power also showed an 
interest in Australian literature. His lecture notes on 
Henry Kendall and on Marcus Clarke’s For the term 
of his natural life are an early manifestation of the 
incorporation of Australian poetry and prose into 
the curriculum.
As the historians of the early development of the 
University have shown, its formal establishment 
through act of Parliament in 1909 was by no 
means a foregone conclusion. From the 1870s 
there had been debate in the Parliament, the press 
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and elsewhere about the value and nature of such 
an institution for Queensland. Resistance had been 
strong. A particular kind of anti-intellectualism 
prevailed which was typically articulated in terms of 
its cost, and the belief that a university catered to 
impractical elites, especially Brisbane-based ones.
At the University Congress of November 1906 
Power presented his views on the importance of 
the establishment of a university in a paper ‘Lose 
and Gain-A Retrospect and a Prospect’, the origi-
nal of which is held by the Fryer Library. ‘A univer-
sity is not a luxury’, he claimed; rather it was ‘the 
coping stone of the educational edifice’. He argued 
his case on solidly utilitarian grounds: the cost to 
Queensland of a ‘brain drain’ to other states and 
of a reliance on technical know-how from outsid-
ers was high. A university would provide training 
for the engineers and agricultural scientists of the 
future, better equipping Queensland to exploit its 
abundant natural resources.
While Power had the satisfaction of seeing the 
legislation for the University passed and was 
doubtless honoured by his appointment to its 
Senate, his untimely death in May 1910 meant that 
the fledgling institution never really benefited from 
his intellect and guidance in its formative years. 
At the Senate’s second meeting the Chancellor, 
Sir William MacGregor, moved ‘that the members 
of the Senate deeply regret the untimely death of 
their colleague, the late George Washington Power, 
who, by character, education, and experience, was 
so eminently qualified to render valuable assistance 
in establishing the Queensland University, in which 
he took a great interest.’ The Vice Chancellor, Mr 
RH Roe, in seconding the motion, said that in his 
long experience of over thirty years as a school 
master he had never met a pupil who was more 
devoted to his old schools and colleges, and to the 
advancement of educational institutions generally, 
than the late Mr Power.
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